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	For Crystal

	Who makes me want towrite

	Even on days when it’s hard to find the words

	 

	
CONTENTS

	 

	
Prologue      1

	Chapter 1—Jared      7

	Chapter 2—Anabel      11

	Chapter 3—Jared      19

	Chapter 4—Anabel      23

	Chapter 5—Jared      35

	Chapter 6—Anabel      39

	Chapter 7—Jared      43

	Chapter 8—Anabel      47

	Chapter 9—Jared      51

	Chapter 10—Anabel      53

	Chapter 11—Jared      57

	Chapter 12—Anabel      59

	Chapter 13—Jared      65

	Chapter 14—Anabel      73

	Chapter 15—Jared      81

	Chapter 16—Anabel      87

	Chapter 17—Jared      93

	Chapter 18—Anabel      97

	Chapter 19—Jared      105

	Chapter 20—Anabel      107

	Chapter 21—Jared      113

	Chapter 22—Anabel      129

	Chapter 23—Jared      135

	Chapter 24—Anabel      139

	Chapter 25—Jared      149

	Chapter 26—Anabel      153

	Chapter 27—Jared      161

	Chapter 28—Anabel      165

	Chapter 29—Jared      173

	Chapter 30—Anabel      177

	Chapter 31—Jared      181

	Chapter 32—Anabel      183

	Chapter 33—Anabel      191

	Chapter 34—Jared      197

	Chapter 35—Anabel      201

	Chapter 36—Jared      209

	Chapter 37—Anabel      215

	Chapter 38—Jared      223

	Chapter 39—Anabel      227

	Chapter 40—Jared      237

	Chapter 41—Anabel      239

	Chapter 42—Jared      243

	Chapter 43—Anabel      247

	Chapter 44—Jared      257

	Chapter 45—Anabel      261

	Acknowledgments      267

	 

	


Prologue

	I sat up, gasping for air.It’s just a dream, Anabel¸ I thought, seeking solace in the familiar sights of my bedroom: the alarm clock with the bright red display that read 3:21, the soft lace curtains that shielded my room from the street lamps outside, and the glass of water that awaited me whenever I woke up in the middle of the night. I seized it from my night table and drank greedily; sleep always seemed to dehydrate me, and the lukewarm water soothed my turbulent thoughts.

	It didn't happen so much anymore, not really. Enough time had gone by that I didn't see it every time I shut my eyes, and I didn't start whenever I saw a blonde woman or an older gentleman.

	But I had just had another nightmare.

	As I tried to steady my breathing, a hand squeezed my arm. “Are you okay?” Matt asked around a yawn.

	I nodded, then colored, realizing he couldn't see me doing that in the dark. “I'm okay,” I whispered. “Go back to sleep.”

	His arm fell away as he turned to face me. “You had another nightmare, huh, kid?”

	“Yes,” I admitted.

	“What was it this time?”

	I glanced at him. His eyes were closed. “We can talk about this later—” “—‘nabel,” he groaned¸ still sounding drunk on sleep, “we can't. You

	will toss and turn until you get this off of your chest. So let's hear it.”

	In spite of myself, I smiled. I lay back down on the bed, clutching a pillow between my arms. “I was back on Caereon, and Alexis was there, and she had gloves . . .” I trailed off. “She was going to suffocate me.”

	“Mm-hmm,” Matt murmured. “But she's not going to do that.”

	“I know.” And I did know. Alexis was in a high-security prison at the moment, serving a very long sentence. Attempted murder does have its consequences, and because she had tried to kill the sister of a beloved former president, the prosecution got the maximum sentence. This was in addition to the “conspiracy” charge for working with Charlie.

	 

	
My ponytail had come loose. I adjusted the errant hairs. “I know she can't hurt me, and I know he can't hurt me, so I don't understand why I keep dreaming about them.”

	“I know, honey,” he reassured me. He reached to stroke my cheek and almost poked me in the eye.

	“Ouch,” I complained. Then I snuggled up to him. “Hey,” I whispered, “you know you don't have to get up for a few more hours, right?”

	“That is the beauty of it,” he mumbled.

	“So . . . if you're not too tired . . .”I kissed his neck. “We could . . .” “Anabel, not this again.”

	I felt like a petulant child. “Matt,” I whined. “Why?” “You know why.”

	And I did. Rachel Lawson waswhy.

	Fine. If that's how this was going to be, if hestillwouldn't touch me, I wasn't going to stay here. I got out of bed. “What're you doing?” hemumbled.

	“Going downstairs to read,” I replied, grabbing the purple leather journal off of my nightstand. I pulled my bathrobe around me and I tiptoed down the creaky stairs, careful to not do anything that might wake up sleeping baby.

	I was so not in the mood to deal with sleeping baby. She had kept me up the entire previous night, and then had had the audacity to resist napping. Yes. She needed to sleep.

	I flopped down on the cushy couch and flipped on the lamp, blinking into the light. I felt a pang for my house in Mclean; there, I could have gone into the library to read, but instead, I was here, in the house I had insisted we needed. The one with the creaky steps and the small downstairs and the hardwood floors which gave the place some incredible acoustics.

	Oh, I should have just gone to school at American, and not here.

	I was wide awake now. Matt was right¸ as he often was; I would have tossed and turned for a long time up there.

	So I might as well read, right?

	I opened the book to the ladybug bookmark and considered the handwritten pages. Most of the information that the volume contained
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	was mundane: “Tennis date with Alicia this morning—I wish she wasn’t at work all the time!”and “Took A to the pediatrician today—the girl is growing like a weed!”But I still perused the pages, looking for something, anything . . . I needed a clue, a hint as to who she was.

	After years of unconcern, I was trying to figure out my mother.

	I wasn't sure why this was so important to me now. Maybe it was Emma? I was struggling to figure out my daughter, so perhaps I thought she would make more sense to me if I could understand my mother?

	Miss Marilyn had told me I had cried for my mother for days on end when she had first arrived on Caereon, but then, as time had gone by, I had stopped asking for her. It was like I had erased Cassidy from my memory, and instead transferred my affection to Miss Marilyn. Now that she and I were finally speaking again, I had asked her to fill in the holes . . . but she had had precious little information to give.

	So I had given up . . . until I had found the box of papers and diaries in the library. My mother's sloppy script filled each page, and each word gave me hope of figuring out why she had never fought for me.

	Why had she let Jonathan take me away? I mean, didn't most places give the mother the child?

	Had she not wanted me? I couldn't even fathom that. I mean, I had wanted Emma so much, and the thought of being away from her tore at my soul . . . even after a sleepless night.

	Maybe this was stupid—an exercise in futility. I had read through three volumes of diaries, and none of them were particularly revealing.

	But, considering everything, there was probably a good reason for that.Hewas, I was sure, spying on her every chance he got.

	I sighed. What was I doing? It was now well past four, and I was tired, and Emma would be up at some point in the next two hours.

	So then I did something that I never did. I skipped to the end. And the words I read on the last page made me gasp.

	I sat there, reading the words over and over, begging them to be different, begging them to not mean what I thought they did. At length, I set the journal down next to me and stared at its bumpy purple cover, not knowing what to think or how to feel. If this was true . . . but I couldn't even deal with the ramifications of whether or not this was true.

	 

	
When Matt came down, he took one look at me and knew something was wrong. “Anabel?” he asked.

	I opened the book to the last page and handed it to him.

	I watched his dark brown eyes skim the words, and then saw the moment it hit him: his pupils dilated, and he turned his gaze to me, anxiety etching across his face. “I suppose asking if you're okay is a dumbquestion.”

	I made some sort of noise in response. It sounded like a grunt, but I wasn't sure.

	He pulled me close, and I clung to him, still unable to speak. And then I heard Emma's cry.

	He snapped into action. “I'll get her,” he reassured me, and he ran upstairs and returned in short order, holding my little girl.

	I opened my arms and took her from him, and held her to me, taking in her sweet baby smell, feeling the soft hair on her head rub against my cheek. Her presence calmed me, it soothed me; it caused me to pull myself together and say, “Good morning, precious angel.”

	Matt cleared his throat, his eyes still troubled. “Do you want to talk about this?”

	I held the baby who wasn't much of a baby anymore away from me; she smiled and the sight of her two dimples sinking into her cheeks caused a return smile of my own. “Not in front of her,” I returned. “Besides, Jared will be here soon; it's his day with her.”

	He nodded and went to get dressed, and I pulled Emma back into my arms and squeezed her tight, holding on to her and wondering how long it would be before I had to deal with what I had just read.

	But then I reconsidered. Did I have to deal with it? I could go on, not letting anybody know what I now knew. If Matt and I kept it to ourselves, it wouldn't change our daily lives; we could brush this bit of information under the rug . . . and it might not even be true.

	But had he known? What if he had?

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Two Years Later . . .

	 

	

Chapter 1—Jared


	Anabel Martin's head fell onto my shoulder.

	I had been wondering when she would lose consciousness. As it turned out, Anabel didn't fly well.

	I thought about the other plane trip I had taken with her, when we flew from Caereon to DC. We had avoided each other the entire time, and she had discovered she was prone to motion sickness and spent most of the trip retching.

	I glanced at the blonde who was sitting on my left side. Her beautiful head was resting on a pillow which we had propped against the window, and she had a delicate column of drool dripping down the side of her face. Every now and then she let out a little snore in her sleep, and a few times she mumbled something incoherent.

	“Your daughter is gorgeous,” I heard the flight attendant whisper.

	I turned to her and accepted the bottle of water she was offering me.“Thanks.”

	“So is your wife,” she commented.

	“Not my wife,” I replied, with a forced smile. “I've asked several times, and I'm always rejected.”

	“I find that hard to believe.” She winked at me. Then she considered Anabel. “She looks familiar . . .”

	I waited. It always took people a moment.

	Then she gasped. “Is that President Sallinger's sister?” “The very same,” I acknowledged.

	“You're Jared Sorensen,” she realized, with a slight touch of wonder. “Guilty.” I threw in a smile.

	She gave a shrewd nod. “I see. Well, have a good rest of your flight.”

	I hated being recognized. This wouldn't have happened if she hadn't insisted we fly coach so we could all sit in the same row. But the fact was, ever since Anabel, Emma, and I had moved to Florida, I had tried to keep a low profile. But it didn't work too well.

	 

	
Right after Emma's birth, Anabel had announced that she wanted to go to college. But not just any college. She wanted to go to the University of Florida. No, not wanted—sheinsisted.

	We all tried to reason with her. “Your family is here, Annie,” Sam had pointed out.

	“No,” she argued. “You're about to leave the country with my niece and nephew. You are my only living relatives. My family is about to be in Jordan. You're taking away my niece, the one that I finally have a relationship with-”

	“Anabel, do you even know where Gainesville is?” I cut her off. Sam was starting to look annoyed. “It's in the middle of the state. There's a reason it's called The Swamp.”

	“How do you know?” she asked, fascinated.

	“Jared spent some time down there,” commented Meghan with a smirk. I glared at her.

	“And here I thought it was only all the women in DC that you had gone after,” Anabel teased me.

	Matt moved from where he was leaning against one of the many bookcases in Anabel's library to sit next to her. “Perhaps you should tell them why you want to go there, sweetheart.”

	She set her jaw and looked at all of us with pleading eyes. “It's where Jonathan went,” she got out, her voice shaking. “I . . . I want this, so that I can feel close to him.”

	After that, we did all we could to help her get in. And she did.

	But, if Anabel was going to go to Florida, and take with her our infant daughter, so was I.

	By some miracle, I still had a contact in the Political Science department at the University, and he managed to snag me a teaching job. So, we had all moved to Florida together.

	All of us. Including Matt.

	The one upside was while I had managed to find employment in Gainesville, Matt had not, and he was living in a condo in Tampa. He and Anabel alternated seeing each other every weekend.

	But during the week, I had her—and Em—all to myself.
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	Needless to say, I wasn't displeased with the arrangement.

	I found myself wanting to stroke Anabel's head, but I didn't dare. If she had found a moment of peace during the flight, I didn't want to run the risk of ruining it. Besides, she had a boyfriend.

	A noticeably absent boyfriend.

	Two months ago, Anabel had shown up at my door decked out in full Gator regalia, dropping Emma off with me. “Look at you,” I said.

	She grinned. Her blue tank top just grazed the top of her orange shorts, and she had blue streaks in her hair. “Erin got her hands on me. How do I look?”

	“Ready to crush LSU,” I told her.

	She laughed and kissed Emma. “Have fun with your dad, okay?”

	Our three-year-old nodded, and then busied herself in the coloring book I had left out for her. Emma loved coloring.

	“Hey, can I talk to you?” Anabel asked me.

	“About how your shorts are way too short?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

	She ignored that and leaned against the wall. “Listen, I learned this morning that Matt can't come with me to Meghan's wedding, and so I was wondering if we might be able to fly up there together so you can help me with Emma?”

	“Why can't Matt go?” I asked. While this wasn't unwelcome news, it was puzzling. Matt never let Anabel go anywhere by herself.

	A shadow passed over her face, but she forced a smile. “He has a super important business trip that weekend. Figures, huh?”

	Matt had taken a job as a government contractor, something with security protocols. None of us knew what he did—I don't even know if Anabel had the full story. But she seemed upset about it, so I decided not to press her. “I am sure I could swing that,” I reassured her.

	Anabel's eyes flooded with relief. “Oh, thank you, Jared. You're a lifesaver.” She even rewarded me with a quick kiss on the cheek—but then she checked herself. She flipped her hair down her back. “So is it just you, or do you have a hot date lined up?” she teased.

	“Well, I do now,” I replied.

	 

	
She started to smile back at me, and then she stopped. “Well, hey, I have to go. Daniel and Erin are waiting for me.” She gave Emma one last kiss. “Have fun, angel.”

	“'Bye, Mommy,” Emma called.

	After Anabel had left, I sat down with our daughter. “So how's your mom doing?” I asked her.

	Emma grew serious. “She and Matt had a fight.”

	Yes, I usually pumped Emma for information. No, I didn't see anything wrong with this.

	“Oh yeah?” I asked, making myself comfortable. “Tell me all about it . . .”

	 

	



Chapter 2—Anabel


	I despised flying.

	My first plane flight had been when I was two years old, when my father took me from the home he had shared with my mother in Mclean, Virginia, to an island in the South Pacific known as Caereon.

	My second plane flight had been when my half-brother had rescued me from that horrible place, and I had spent the bulk of it hogging the airplane bathroom.

	I had endured a lot of trauma and was trying to hold it together from the series of events that had occurred there, but the fact of the matter was, motion sickness had engulfed my body. To top it all off, I was pregnant— even though I was unaware of that fact at the time.

	Nobody said much to me during that flight, for obvious reasons—I had been reeling from my father's brutal murder, and it's hard to make small talk with someone who's grieving. My brother would hold my hand, stroke my head, or try to get me to speak to him, but I would only get a sentence or two out before the wave of nausea would come crashing over my head and I would have to dash to the lavatory.

	At one point I woke up dry heaving, and I heard someone say to me, “Here, take this.”

	A water bottle was thrust into my hands, and I protested, “No, I can't.” “Miss Martin,” came an authoritative voice. “You have spent this entire

	trip vomiting. You need to rehydrate yourself, or you'll wind up in the hospital. I don't think that's the first place you want to go after you get off of the plane. There will be enough press as it is.”

	Press? I hadn't even thought of that, but Sam—oh gosh, had Sam disappeared from the public eye for a few days? What had I done? As to my new acquaintance, I couldn't make out his face in the semi-darkness, and, as I was used to following orders, I decided to acquiesce. So I unscrewed the cap and took a few sips. Before I knew it, I was a lot calmer. “Thank you, Mr.—”

	“Moore. Is there anything else I can get for you, Miss Martin?” “Anabel,” I had muttered. “Please call me Anabel.” Then, for the first

	time in days, I managed a small smile. “It's kind of you to want to help me.” “It's my job,” was the reply. “Can I do anything else for you?”

	 

	
Yes. You can make all of this go away. You can bring my father back to me. You can kill the man who raped me, since he’s somewhere on this airplane. You can tell my brother that it’s too late, that I don’t even know who I am anymore, so there wasn’t any point to saving me.

	“No,” I told him. “But thank you.”

	Had I known that a few months later, that man would be my boyfriend, I would have tried to make a better first impression.

	Although, I reflected as I rested my head against Jared's shoulder, feigning sleep, I wasn't sure how much longer Matt would be my boyfriend. He was not happy with me.

	But it was his own fault. I had wanted to go with him to the wedding. He was the one who told me out of the blue that he couldn't go anymore and had forced me to ask Jared. So it was his fault that I was sitting here on an airplane, trying to hold it together and not vomit, all the while pretending to be asleep so that I wouldn't have to talk to Jared and avoid his questions about why Matt wasn't here with me.

	I had to stop thinking about this, or I would get too upset and Jared would realize that I wasn't sleeping. So I concentrated on regulating my breathing as I listened to him chat with the flight attendant, lamenting the fact that I refused to marry him.

	And really, what was I thinking?Of course,I should marry him. I could see the headlines now: PRESIDENT SALLINGER'S IDIOT SISTER MARRIES HER RAPIST.

	I wasn't even sure why Matt had been so angry at me the last few weeks. I hadn't done anything different, had I? Matt had been with me for so much, and he had been patient and loving through it all.

	He'd even been so wonderful after Emma was born, dealing with the horrible postpartum situation. It had floored me, and I had known then and there that I would never love anyone like I loved him.

	Six weeks after my little girl had come into the world, I was sitting on my bed, picking at my comforter, and waiting with apprehension for a visitor. I jumped when I heard him. “Knock knock,” called Kevin.

	I beamed at him as he entered the room. “Hey.”

	“Hey, you,” he greeted me, pulling me into a hug. “How's my favorite new mom?”

	 

	
I gave him a lopsided smile. “Do most women hug their gynecologists?”

	He laughed and sat down across from me, turning a chair around and straddling it. “Anabel, I wouldn't have any of this if not for you. Every time I see you I'm so, so grateful . . .”

	“Oh, hush,” I admonished him. “You saved my life, Kev. I won't forgetthat.”

	He ran his fingers through his hair—it was too long, it looked like it needed a cut—and gave me a rueful smile. “In a lot of ways, you saved mine, Anabel.”

	I looked down and then up again. I never knew how to deal with praise. “Nobody deserves it more than you,” I mumbled.

	“You doing okay?” he asked. “I know the adjustment must be hard.” “Yes,” I mused aloud. “I guess it is, not being able to focus on oneself all

	the time.”

	But Kevin was too smart. “You're evading.” “You're right,” I admitted, sitting back on my bed.

	He nodded over to my sleeping infant. “She doing okay?”

	“Yes,” I gushed, smiling at the beautiful baby in the bassinet. “She's lovely. Gaining weight and all that.”

	“Well good.” He scooted the chair closer to me. “Now, is there anything you want to tell me?”

	I was dismayed. “Matt or Megan?”

	“Both,” he replied, his eyes reflecting concern. “Tell me about it,Anabel.”

	I closed my eyes and grasped at a memory from the previous week, when Matt had discovered me crying at the bottom of my shower.

	I cried in the shower because it was safe there. I could now turn the water to scalding—something I hadn't been able to do when I was pregnant—and the heat would turn my body red all over, so if my face were red, it wasn't all that noticeable. I could always cover it up with a fake smile. So many of my smiles were fake.

	I loved Emma, loved her with a desperate, clawing love that frightened me. I had known I loved her while I was pregnant, but having her out in

	 

	
the physical realm had made it all so intense. When I looked at her, a million fears would hit me. What if she died? What if I dropped her? What if I never got past the jarring reality that every time I looked at her, I saw her father—and some days, that was too much for me to handle?

	It was enough that I had to see Jared in addition to this little person who looked exactly like him.

	And then I had thoughts that I didn't like.

	They started small, little nagging doubts about my competence as a mother.Was she supposed to be crying this much? Was she getting enough to eat?And then the sleep deprivation kicked in. And then I forgot to do things, like brush my teeth. My hair.

	And then I stopped getting dressed.

	Because even though I had wanted this—and I did want it—I began to wonder what I had been thinking. I was only twenty years old, and here I was, saddled with a little baby who couldn't even hold her own head up, who depended upon me for everything. She didn't eat unless I fed her. She sat in a wet diaper unless I changed her. She cried—and boy, did she ever have a set of lungs on her—unless I held her.

	She had wanted nothing to do with anyone else for the first three weeks of her life, when she finally consented to let Jared be the one who walked her in the middle of the night. So it had been three weeks of doingeverything.

	And then, when she had started to want Jared, I started to panic. What if she preferred him over me? What if she loved him better, even though her father was—

	But those were thoughts I couldn't think. I had made my choices in that matter.

	So the tears started falling. Sometimes at night, when Matt was asleep, I would creep out into the hall and bury my head in a pillow and muffle my sobs. Because I had to be there, in case she woke up.

	He always noticed when I came back to bed. And I would lie.I needed water. I was hungry. I had to ask Charlotte something.

	But it was easy to hide a tear-streaked face in the dark. And I never returned unless I was sure I wouldn't betray myself.

	 

	
And then new thoughts came into my head. Ugly thoughts. Thoughts about razors. Thoughts about how I couldn't do this, and how there wasn't a way out, unless . . .

	. . . and that was how Matt found me, curled in the fetal position at the bottom of my shower, burying my face into my clasped legs to muffle the screams I was trying to repress.

	In typical Matt fashion, he didn't say anything, he acted. He turned the water off. He grabbed a couple of the white, fluffy towels that Charlotte always kept piled in my bathroom and bundled me in them. I began to shake, but there was nothing, nothing.

	He stared at me in silence for a moment, and then his gentle hands were on me again, drying me off, helping me into my pajamas. And then he sat down next to me on my bed and asked, “Does Jared know?”

	I shook my head.

	“How long has this been going on?” He kept his eyes from meetingmine.

	I choked back a sob. “Since I had her.” “Why didn't you tell me?”

	“What am I supposed to say? And what would you have said?” I gave a harsh laugh. “You probably have more class than to say, ‘I told you so,' butstill.”

	“This happens, Anabel,” he murmured, his voice gentle, but warning. “I should be happy. I got what I wanted, right?” I sounded bitter.

	And then he turned to look at me, his eyes appraising. “Anabel, you may have chosen this, but I hardly think it's what you wanted.”

	“What do I do, Matt?” I whispered, biting back tears again. “How am I supposed to do this?”

	His arm went around my shoulders. “With me, sweetheart.” He paused. “And Jared.”

	Jared. We didn't talk about Jared; instead, we let him be the huge question mark that was there.

	And Jared was always there.

	“I don't know if I can,” I told him, my voice sounding strangled. “It's sohard.”

	 

	
And then, gone was sweet, tender Matt. “It's called postpartum depression, Anabel,” he stated. His tone was curt, and in spite of my tears, I almost smiled. I hadn't seen bossy, overbearing Matt in weeks, and I had kind of missed him. “We'll get you some help.”

	And he and Kevin had helped me. Counseling and medication had pulled me out of my darkness, and a few weeks after I had started that, I began to get the whole motherhood thing down. And Matt was always my rock, my source of strength . . .

	. . . so why were things so darn crappy lately?

	Stop thinking about yourself all the time, I scolded myself. This weekend isn’t about you or about Jared. It’s not even about Matt. It’s about your best friend getting married.

	I wasn't really sure what I thought about marriage, given that the only two familial examples I had of the institution were my parents, whose marriage ended when my father discovered my mother cheating on him, and my brother, whose ex-wife had attempted to smother me to death while I was pregnant. My thoughts then went to an image I had of Jared kissing Alexis, and I let out a gasp.

	Jared looked at me, concerned. “You okay, baby?”

	“Nightmare,” I lied. I offered him a tired smile. “I'm fine. How's Em?” “Still out,” he assured me, covering my hand with his. “You sure you're

	alright? You seem upset.”

	Well, I would be less so if I weren't thinking about you making out with my sister-in-law. Former sister-in-law, I lectured myself. “Yeah, you know. Sometimes my subconscious likes to mess with me.” I shivered a little. “I hope I have enough warm stuff. I would love to know what possessed your usually brilliant sister and made her decide to get married in DC inDecember.”

	Jared nodded his assent. “At least it's not snowing. I know how much you love snow,” he commented dryly.

	“I liked it when I didn't have to go out in it,” I retorted. “So for about three minutes.”

	I leaned forward and put my head in my hands. “Ugh. Are we there yet?” I needed off of this plane.

	Jared glanced at his watch. “We have about an hour left.”

	 

	
“What shall we do in the interim?”

	Jared shrugged. “I can always think of things to do with you, Anabel,” he said seductively.

	Oh, we did not need to go there. I made a rather loud and theatrical sigh and pulled a book from my bag.

	 

	

Chapter 3—Jared


	I loved to watch Anabel read. She always fell into books, and with Emma still sleeping, she had left me and drifted into her own world. She crossed her legs and twisted some strands of her wayward hair through the fingers of her left hand while flipping the pages of the paperback that rested in her lap with her right one.

	Then I caught the title. “Survivor? Really?”

	She grinned at me. “You have something against Chuck Palanhiuk?”

	“I don't really know if it's good for the psyche to read a book about a plane crash while you're on a plane, Anabel.”

	“I guess that's a point,” she giggled. She closed the book and met my eyes. “We could talk, if you want,” she offered, gazing at me through herlashes.

	I swallowed. “Anything on your mind?”

	She leaned her head back against the seat, squashing her curly hair. “I'm so glad I have a break and the semester's over,” she confided. “This past one was hard.”

	“But you love school.”

	Her eyes shone. “I do. And I'm so glad you're there,” she pronounced, surprising me with how resolute she sounded. “I love the fact that you and I and Emma can be together so often.”

	“I enjoy it too,” I told her, trying to be guarded.

	It was a delicate dance we did, her and me and Matt. I didn't mind him all that much now, since I didn't have to see him every day.

	But I did see her. And Emma.

	There was something I wasn't telling Anabel, and I was wondering if now was the time to do it. I wasn't sure why I hadn't told her, but I was going to Colorado with my new girlfriend for Christmas in a week.

	Maybe, though, I shouldn't tell her about Sabrina. It had just been unexpected.

	Maybe it was the label. I hadn't been serious about anyone since we had moved, but at a party we had gone to a week ago, I had introduced her as my girlfriend more than once. And we had made plans for Christmas.

	 

	
Even Meghan knew about her. I had confessed that I was dating someone, much to my sister's delight—but in the same breath I had informed her that I would be accompanying Anabel to the wedding. So she had the whole story.

	But Anabel did not.

	It's not like she hadn't known about the other women I had dated since the move. She would always give me a knowing smile when we were working out nights with Emma if I had plans. But the truth was, ever since Emma had let me know that Anabel and Matt were having problems, I had started to hope.

	But I wasn't going to pine for her. That was stupid. And things with Sabrina were fun and easy. Not complicated, like everything always was with Anabel.

	What was she talking about? I tried to pay attention to what she was saying. “I am grateful for the time off, though, I need to redraft my thesis proposal.” She shook her head. “And then start thinking about graduateschool.”

	“Do you want to go back to DC?”

	She frowned. “I don't know. I have to think about what's best for us. Do you want to go back to DC?”

	Did she mean us as in her and me and Emma, or just her and Emma? “I hadn't thought about it.”

	She looked thoughtful. “Are you happy to be going back? I know you haven't been since we came up last summer.”

	“Yes and no,” I told her, which was the truth. I was uncomfortable going back—and there were going to be way too many figures from Anabel's and my pasts at this wedding.

	I was pretty mad at Meghan for capitulating to my mother's demands. “Five hundred people? Are you kidding me, Meg?” I had snapped at her a few months ago.

	She had sighed. “I know, I know.” “You said small.”

	“Mom made the point that this was probably the only wedding she was going to get,” she retorted. “And she's right. With you and Crystal
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	being the way you are, I get to suffer for the two of you being suchheathens.”

	I sighed. “How bad, and who are we talking?”

	“EVERYBODY,” she proclaimed with vehemence. “Mom old contacts, everyone you used to work with, and President Matheson is even sending a representative. I hope it's Lynne, but I'm going to guess we'll get someone lower on the food chain. Oh, and your ex-lover Carly is coming.”

	I winced. “Don't call her that. Why is she coming? Mom hates her.” “She married one of Kev's partners.”

	I was stunned. “Are you serious?”

	“Yeah. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” my sister apologized, not sounding sorry at all. “You okay?”

	“Fine.” And I was, although she ought to have called me. “So who else?” “Geoff and Clara Moore are coming too. Mom said we were obligated

	with Anabel . ..”

	Anabel. Did she even know how big this wedding was yet? Anabel did not do other people. “I'm sure she will wish otherwise. It might be prudent not to tell her.”

	I heard my sister's grin as she lamented, “Yeah, Annie will flip. She's already not excited about being a bridesmaid.”

	“I saw the dress she's getting. She showed me a picture.”

	Meghan groaned. “Thanks to Crystal. Oh, and Anabel lost it over the shoes, too. I swear, nothing in this wedding is about me or Kevin. I'm wearing a five thousand dollar dress that I don't even want because Mom insisted. I better have a daughter or two to pass it on to.”

	“You'll be a beautiful bride, Meg,” I reassured her.

	“I love you, Jared,” she declared, and I heard her voice crack. “You have to come keep me sane. Between Mom and Crystal and Kevin's family . . . it's getting to be too much. All I want is to get married.”

	I realized Anabel had been sitting there in silence for a few moments, staring at me with narrowed eyes. I wondered if she knew about Carly. “Did Meghan tell you that, er, Carly is coming?”

	Anabel made a sour face and I almost laughed, but thought better of it. “She did,” she sniffed. “So good times.”

	 

	
“Anabel,” I reassured her, “she IS married now.” Anabel shook her head. “I still don't get you and her.”

	I looked out the window over Emma's head to avoid Anabel's eyes. “She enabled me, in a lot of ways.”

	Anabel looked interested. “Oh? How so?”

	“She let me live with her for a long time. I didn't even have a place of my own up until a few years ago.” Right before I started dating Natasha. “She never made me commit, we just had fun together.”

	She frowned. “You lived together?”

	“Did that never come up?” I attempted levity.

	Anabel looked torn for a moment and then tried to smile. “No, I suppose not. Well, I guess I can't blame you, Jared.”

	I was about to ask what that meant, but then I was interrupted by a soft cry. Our eyes both went to the window, and we saw that Emma had awakened and was rubbing her eyes. “Daddy?” she whimpered.

	“Hey Princess,” I said, drawing her close to me. “What's wrong?” “Daddy, I have to go potty,” she wailed, on the verge of tears. “Do you want me to take you, sweetie?” asked Anabel.

	“No!” Emma's vehemence startled both of us. “I want DADDY!” Anabel looked amused and shifted her legs. “By all means.”

	Grimacing at her, I marched Emma to the bathroom at the front of the cabin. Being the preferred parent had its downsides.

	 

	



Chapter 4—Anabel


	He had lived with her? You have got to be kidding me, Jared Sorensen.

	It made sense though, the cozy sense of intimacy I got from the way he talked to her on the phone. Ugh. One more thing to think about.

	But why was I thinking about it, anyway? There was nothing wrong with him living with her. I guess. It had nothing to do with me, after all. I was with Matt.

	And then I considered. Anabel Martin, are you jealous?

	Nope. No. I was not jealous, I told myself firmly. Then why did I feel this way?

	Oh, because I was being stupid. Yes, that was it. Stupid and territorial, even though I had no right to be.

	I supposed the problem was that I was tired of finding out startling information about Jared. Like the day he told me his mother wasn't a retired teacher; she was a retired spy.

	Yup. Aurelia Sorensen had been a spy for the United States government. She had told me more than one story that made my hair stand on end.

	But at least it made sense as to why she knew so many people. And it also explained why she and her husband preferred to stay in Cape Cod and didn't venture into the District very often.

	The point, though, was I needed to mind my own business when it came to Jared. God only knew what else he was lying to me about at thispoint.

	Just because he was the father of my child didn't mean that I had any sort of claim on him or on his past.

	I sighed. He and Emma were taking their own sweet time in thelavatory.

	My thoughts drifted back to my first day of school, the day that I had met Daniel and Erin, my two closest friends in Florida, and the day that Jared had had to actually dress me and take me to my first class.

	That morning, I was paralyzed with fear.

	 

	
I sat on the edge of my bathtub in my bra and underwear, staring helplessly at my feet and trying to control my stomach. I had been throwing up since about five in the morning, and you would have thought that at this point, everything would have come up by now.

	What had I been thinking? I couldn't handle this.

	Thank God Alaina had Emma. I couldn't handle the thought of dealing with her at the moment.

	I started yanking at my hair. This turned out to be a bad idea, as a clump of it came out in my hand—stupid postpartum hair loss still hadn't subsided. Then I looked at my toes. Maybe I should paint my toenails? All of these Florida girls, it seemed, had immaculate pedicures. Mine were chipped. Yes. I should paint my toenails. Except I had no idea where my nail polish was. And it was stupid to think about painting my toes when I still hadn't figured out what the heck to wear.

	Now I was nearly hyperventilating.

	I heard a flurry of activity downstairs—probably Alaina dealing with Emma—and I glanced at the clock. I still had an hour and a half before my first class started. Maybe I could make this work.

	Or, maybe I didn't need to go to school after all. I could just stay here in this house and stare at the wall.

	The house that I had bought in Florida. For no other reason than the fact that I was going to attend school here.

	I heard a knock at my door. “Alaina?” I called feebly.

	The door opened and Jared poked his head in. “No, it's me. I came early to—“ he stopped at the sight of me. “Anabel, are you okay?”

	“Jared,” I whispered. “I can't do this.”

	“Of course you can,” he told me, coming into my room. I glanced up and appraised Jared: he was always so put together. His jeans hung just so, and the white button-down shirt he had on had the sleeves rolled up and the top button unbuttoned. He shut the door behind him. “What nonsense have you been feeding yourself this morning?”

	“What was I thinking?” I asked him. “I don't have anything to wear. I don't know anybody. I don't know how to behave in a classroom! This stupid humidity has made my hair three times bigger, and I'm pretty sure

	 

	
I'm going to be the only one there with STRETCH MARKS!” I almost screeched those last two words as I gestured at the angry red lines that ran from my hips to the tops of my thighs. “Kevin promised that they would fade, but they haven't, and you know what that makes him? A liar. You should warn your sister.”

	“Baby,” he soothed, coming to stand in the frame of the doorway. “It hasn't been that long since you had her.”

	“Almost eight months!” I snapped. “And my hair is still falling out. And I don't look right, and my clothes hang all funny, and—”

	“Enough,” he ordered. “Anabel, I came over this morning because I wanted to treat you to breakfast. We are going to get you dressed and get you out the door and to your first class. Understood?”

	Under normal circumstances, I would have fought with Jared, but the fight was gone from me. So I nodded.

	He strode over to my closet and pulled out a blue and white sundress. “Wear that,” he ordered. I yanked it over my head and smoothed the skirt out as it fell over my hips and down to my knees. He looked at me and gave a slight nod of approval. “Sit,” he demanded, gesturing at the chair in front of my dressing table.

	I did so and was startled as he began to yank my hair into a braid. “Ow,” I complained.

	“You don't want it big, we'll pull it back,” he told me. “When did you learn to braid hair?”

	“Crystal used to make me do it.” “Of course she did,” I sniffed.

	He chuckled. “You're done.”

	I looked in the mirror. I was pale but presentable. “Thank you,” Iwhispered.

	Jared nodded. “Do you have your bag together?” he asked me. “It's downstairs.”

	“Let's go then. We'll stop and get you some food.” He started to walk out, and then stopped and looked at me when he realized I wasn't following. “Anabel?”

	I stared at the floor. “I've been vomiting,” I admitted.

	 

	
“Oh, honey,” he soothed, striding over and slipping an arm around me and pulling me close. “Are you that scared?”

	I managed anod.

	He shook his head. “That's not like you. Where's brave, no-nonsense, take-no-prisoners Anabel?”

	“She ran for the hills,” I grinned.

	“Hey,” he said, his eyes serious, “you can do this. I have faith.” I nodded again, and he opened the door. “After you.”

	We found our way downstairs and into the kitchen where Alaina, my newly acquired live-in nanny, was feeding Emma her cereal. “Hey, mama,” she called over her shoulder. She ignored Jared. She often did.
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